REGISTER OF 

CLASSIFICATION DECISIONS 


Date of entry in Register: 

Name of applicant/court: 
Applicant to the Labelling Body: 
Title of Publication: 

Other Known Title(s): 
Director(s): 

Producer(s): 

Publisher: 

Author(s): 

Format: 

Country of Origin: 

Language (s): 


16 April 2003 

Society for Promotion of Community Standards 

2Brothers Films 

Bully 

Not Stated 
Larry Clark 

Don Murphy, Fernando Sulichin, Chris Hanley 

Not Applicable 

Not Applicable 

Video Recording VHS/PAL 

USA 

English 


Components of fi lm originally examined: 


Feature: 

Bully 

Running Time: 

112.02 

Trailers: 

Lions Gate Home Entertainment Notice 

Running Time: 

0.09 


Lions Gate Films Notice 


0.15 


Studio Canal Notice 


0.18 



Total Running T ime: 

112.44 


Excision/Alteration: No Excisions Recommended. 


Reason(s) for Excision: 

Not Applicable. 


... Please turn over 


tmpl 15.tmp 




Classification Decision: 


Objectionable except if the availability of the publication is restricted to persons who 
have attained the age of 18 years. 

Display Conditions: 

Nil. 

Descriptive Note: 

Violence, sexual violence, drug use, offensive language and sex scenes. 


Direction to issue a label has been given on: 16 April 2003 


SUMMARY OF THE REASONS FOR DECISION: 

The Board considers that, under s 3(1) of the Films, Videos, and Publications 
Classification Act 1993 (the Act), the film Bully deals with sex, crime, cruelty and 
violence and the Board’s view is that the unconditional availability of the film would be 
injurious to the public good. As a minimum some restriction on its availability is 
appropriate. 

In consideration of s 3(2) of the Act, the Board is prepared to assume for the purpose 
of this application that the defin ition of “young person” is someone under the age of 18 
years and that the age an actor depicts may be as important as his or her 
chronological age. The Board is not convinced that the main characters in Bully were 
depicted as being under the age of 18. Further, the Board is not convinced that, even 
if sexual activity by young persons was depicted, the film therefore necessarily 
promotes or supports or tends to promote or support exploitation of young persons for 
sexual purposes. Bully is capable of a highly moralistic interpretation, showing the 
lifestyles of some American teenagers and then concluding by showing the potential 
adverse repercussions of that lifestyle. The film is essentially about a group of young 
people who are out of control, have no behavioural limits placed on them, who murder 
one of their own and who end up in jail because of it. 

The Board finds, in regard to s 3(2) of the Act, that there are two scenes where there is 
use of violence associated with sexual activity. Neither scene promotes or supports or 
tends to promote or support the use of violence or coercion to compel sexual conduct. 
In the first scene the violence terminates a sexual act. The second scene involving a 
rape was one of the main reasons for the decision of the characters to kill the 
character Bobby. Its depiction was brutal rather than titillating and the means of filming 
this particular scene was not gratuitous. Further, it appears that the experience has a 


tmpl 15.tmp 





significant adverse effect on Ali. These scenes and other scenes of cruelty are 
important for the film in that they set up the dysfunctional nature of the group and 
establish the motive for the murder. 

Further, in consideration of s 3(2) of the Act, the Board notes that Bully contains 
scenes of violence and cruelty. Whether they can be described as extreme is 
questionable. Some of the cruelty shown by Bobby to Marty is upsetting but could not 
be described as extreme. The rape scene is realistic and not overly sensationalised. 
The murder of Bobby is no more shocking than many seen regularly on television. The 
issue again is whether Bully promotes this sort of activity or merely depicts it. The 
highly moralistic ending of the film, where the repercussions of each character’s 
involvement in the murder are strongly set out, persuade the Board to conclude that 
the element of promotion has not been established. The repercussions from the 
murder are very clearly set out. There is the deterioration in the quality of life for all 
involved, the group dynamic falls apart, and there is a sense of inevitability in the 
downward spiral that ends in the arrest and jailing of all those involved. 

In consideration of s 3(3) of the Act, the Board finds that Bully does depict and deal 
with acts of torture and the infliction of serious physical harm, sexual violence or 
coercion, and sexual or physical conduct of a degrading nature. It shows behaviour 
degrading or demeaning to persons, and it depicts the taking of drugs. The depiction 
of an activity does not necessarily indicate promotion or support. The highly moralistic 
nature of the film would suggest that the depiction presents each of these acts in a 
negative way in that it shows the possible dire consequences of these sorts of action. 
There are sex scenes in the movie, many of them showing consensual action. The 
scenes are not explicit or protracted, nor is there any overtly pornographic element in 
the way that they are shot. There are close-up scenes of two of the female characters, 
but the “crotch scenes” complained of are both of one of these characters while she is 
clothed. It is arguable that the film is trying to represent the lives of American 
teenagers where sex is a reality, and that the film is trying to show the sexualised 
nature of young people’s lives. 

The Board notes, in consideration of s 3(3) of the Act, that the rape scene is filmed as 
head and shoulders only and not filmed in a gratuitous manner. The violence and 
torture are not overly sensationalised, there are no close-ups or slow-motion depictions 
of the violence, and the scenes are not overdone or romanticised. The Board finds, in 
respect of the exploitation of nudity of young persons, that similar considerations as 
those considered under s 3(2)(a) of the Act apply. Bully does not exploit the nudity of 
young persons or deal with sexual conduct with or by young persons. There is drug 
taking arguably in breach of s 3(3)(d) of the Act, but the persons involved are shown as 
being addled and confused and the drug culture is shown to be part of the problem and 
one of the factors that leads to the conclusion reached in the film. 

With regard to s 3(4) of the Act, the Board is of the view that the dominant effect of 
Bully as a whole is that of a cautionary tale for teenagers and parents. It is a 
harrowing portrait of the possible disasters that youth problems can lead to and of the 
powerlessness of parents to communicate with their children. The impact of the 
medium is appropriate for film, video and DVD. The medium obviously assists the 
filmmaker in creating a certain view of the world that would not necessarily be available 
in other more static media. 

The Board also finds in consideration of s 3(4) of the Act, that Bully has substantial 
merit as a modern cautionary tale and sets out a believable social milieu. The acting is 
of high quality and the Board notes that Bully won the best film award at the 2001 
Stockholm Film Festival. The soundtrack is disturbing and effective. The post-murder 


tmpl 15.tmp 



scene and the courtroom scene graphically portray the powerlessness of the 
characters’ parents and siblings to understand how the children’s and brothers’ and 
sisters’ lives could have been so dramatically changed. Bully is obviously aimed at an 
older audience and would appeal to those over the age of 18. Those under the age of 
18 would find it difficult to assimilate the messages in the film although as a cautionary 
tale it could be argued that young people should be shown the repercussions of 
adopting the lifestyles shown in the film. The Board has considered the question of 
availability on different media and can see no reason why the film itself should not also 
be available on video or DVD. The content of Bully is such that there is no compelling 
reason for availability by the different media being restricted. 

In terms of consideration under the Bill of Rights Act 1990, the Board applied the 5 
step process set out in Moonen v Film and Literature Board of Review (2000) 2 NZLR 
9. The first two Moonen steps are to identify the different possible interpretations of 
the word or words in the Act and if only one meaning is properly open to adopt it. The 
Board has defined “exploitation” by way of dictionary definition and applied the 
definitions in as least a restrictive way as possible. There are no definitions for these 
terms within the Bill of Rights Act or in case law. Because of the reasoning assumed 
by the Board, the possibility of a more permissive interpretation does not arise. The 
Board’s view is that its decision “can be demonstrably justified in a free and democratic 
society” to use the word of s 5 of the Bill of Rights Act. The Board considers that this 
interpretation represents the least restrictive one open to it, taking into account the 
various sections of the Act and the Bill of Rights Act. 

The Board finds that Bully should be classified as being objectionable unless shown to 
persons aged 18 years and over. The film is to be available for release in cinemas and 
also on video and DVD, although unidentical copies may require reclassification. The 
Board has considered whether or not any particular scene should be excised but does 
not consider that any excisions are warranted. However, a reference to language in 
the descriptive note is appropriate. 
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